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Abstract
Since the 1980’s, vocabulary acquisition has been one of the most actively
researched aspects of SLA (Lightbown & Spada, 2006). Four factors emerge
in an investigation of the development of the role of L2 vocabulary learning in
SLA. First, successive SLA theories marginalized vocabulary, often emphasiz-
ing the importance of grammar. Second, a growing body of empirical research
showed the efficiency and effectiveness of direct vocabulary teaching. Third,
overestimates of L1 vocabulary size led practitioners to see the direct teaching
of vocabulary as futile (Browne & Culligan, 2008). Finally, corpus linguistics
demonstrated the large “coverage” that high frequency English vocabulary
provides for spoken and written texts produced by native English speakers,
showing the importance of high frequency vocabulary to learners of L2
English.
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Introduction
The short history of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) as a field of in-
quiry has seen many changes in prevailing theory. However, such changes
were often fuelled by academic trends rather than empirical evidence (Ellis,
1995). Among competing theories and practical trends in SLA, the emphasis
on the importance of learning vocabulary varied, yet the benefits of the direct
learning of L2 vocabulary were often largely unknown, ignored or not believed.
However, Paul Meara’s 1980 paper describing vocabulary acquisition as a ne-
glected aspect of SLA brought major change to the field. Since the 1980’s, vo-
cabulary acquisition has been one of the most actively researched aspects of
SLA (Lightbown & Spada, 2006). Four factors emerge in an investigation of
the development of the role of L2 vocabulary learning in SLA. Successive SLA
theories marginalized vocabulary, often emphasizing the importance of gram-
mar. A growing body of empirical research showed the efficiency and effec-
tiveness of direct vocabulary teaching. Overestimates of L1 vocabulary size
led practitioners to see the direct teaching of vocabulary as futile (Browne &
Culligan, 2008). Corpus linguistics demonstrated the large “coverage” that
high frequency English vocabulary provides for spoken and written texts pro-
duced by native English speakers, showing the importance of high frequency
vocabulary to learners of L2 English.
Vocabulary teaching ignored by consecutive perspectives
During the predominance of the grammar translation method of L2 teaching,
the role of vocabulary was only in the implementation of grammatical rules
(Kelly, 1969). Practitioners believed that once L2 grammatical rules were
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mastered, the learner would be able to simply insert new vocabulary where
necessary to generate new sentences (Browne & Culligan, 2008).
In the ensuing reform movement from the 1880’s to the 1920’s, in reaction
against the grammar translation method, emphasis was placed upon the pro-
nunciation and smoothness with which passages were spoken or read, leading
to the overall neglect of lexical teaching (Zimmerman, 1997). While this pe-
riod saw L2 vocabulary lists based on word frequency statistics, such methods
aimed in part to ensure the use of uninteresting words to prevent vocabulary
from drawing students’ attention away from the development of their pronun-
ciation and reading skills (Howatt, 1984).
The direct method, which did not translate meaning, but taught meaning
through the target language, did give some attention to the teaching of high
frequency vocabulary (Zimmerman, 1997). This method was not readily ac-
cepted at state schools in America or Europe. However, it spread through the
private language industry, including the Berlitz chain of schools, which taught
very simple, high frequency vocabulary (Howatt, 1984).
It was not until the reading method and situational language teaching came
to prominence in the 1920’s and 1930’s that the importance of vocabulary was
stressed in SLA. During this time the work of Michael West placed impor-
tance upon learning high frequency words, learning through speaking, and
mastering words through repeated use (Zimmerman, 1997). These three re-
spective principles seem to point seventy years into the future toward three
of Paul Nation’s four stands (Nation, 2007b): focus on form, meaning focused
output, and fluency development.
From the 1940’s to the 1970’s, behaviorism held sway, especially in North
America. In this era Nelson Brooks (1960) and Robert Lado (1964)
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developed the audio-lingual method, which aimed to instill language use as a
habit. Although behaviorism encouraged paired-associated learning (Elgort,
2011), vocabulary items were selected for their simplicity and were merely in-
serted into sentence structures, which always remained the central focus.
Noam Chomsky’s work in language acquisition discredited much of
audiolingualism and its behaviorist theoretical basis, and led to the cognitive
approach. In this method, the focus of second language acquisition changed
from habit formation to the mastery of grammatical structure, and vocabulary
was given some importance. However, a more crucial role for vocabulary in
language processing is shown by the research finding that native speakers can
better understand ungrammatical utterances with appropriate vocabulary than
grammatically accurate utterances with inappropriate vocabulary (Widdowson,
1978). In light of these findings, the cognitive approach seems deficient in de-
nying a more prominent role for L2 vocabulary learning and teaching
While the direct teaching of vocabulary was ignored by the direct methods
and the natural approaches, in the teachings of Stephen Krashen it was
banned. This was a result of Krashen’s (1981) monitor model, which stated
that material which is taught can never become implicit knowledge. While
Krashen and his monitor model were strongly criticized (Gregg, 1984 ;
McLaughlin, 1978 ; Swain, 1985 : White, 1987) they held intuitive appeal, espe-
cially among teachers rather than researchers (Brown, 2007). The present
day sees fashionable communicative language teaching losing mainstream SLA
ground to research-based cognitive approaches to teaching, thanks to such
scholars as DeKeyser (2007). At the same time regardless of how little some
researchers and teachers may like the direct teaching of vocabulary, an already
large and growing body of empirical research makes it very difficult to ignore
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the direct learning and teaching of vocabulary.
Research that demonstrates the effectiveness of direct
vocabulary teaching
Starting in the late 1980’s, the tide stared to turn in favor of the direct learn-
ing of vocabulary. Empirical evidence showed the effectiveness (Fitzpatrick,
Al-Qarni, & Meara, 2008 ; Laufer & Shmueli, 1997 ; Waring, 1997 ; Webb,
2007), efficiency (Fitzpatrick, Al-Qarni & Meara, 2008 ; Mondria & Mondria-
De Vries, 1994, Mondria & Wiersma, 2004) and durability (H. P. Bahrick et al.
1993 ; H. P. Bahrick & Phelps, 1987) of decontextualized pair-associated learn-
ing. However, despite such empirical evidence, some in the field have contin-
ued to question whether the direct learning of vocabulary could result in
acquisition (Krashen, 1989 ; Judd, 1978), implicit knowledge, and the eventual
spontaneous production of the learned vocabulary (Oxford & Crookall, 1990).
However, in 2011 the learning - acquisition dichotomy of Krashen was possibly
laid to rest when it was demonstrated that vocabulary knowledge gained
through direct learning was stored and accessed in a manner similar to that of
existing, already-acquired L1 and high frequency L2 knowledge (Elgort,
2011). At the same time, empirical research showed that the incidental acqui-
sition of vocabulary through reading is inefficient. Laufer (2003) has esti-
mated that from reading 200,000 words in the target language, a reader may
learn 108 words. Waring and Takaki (2003) question the durability of what lit-
tle vocabulary learning occurs from reading : on delayed tests, only one word
in 25 learned through reading was correctly answered on post-tests.
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Toward a meaningful definition of vocabulary size
Early projections of native English speakers’ vocabulary sizes were huge
overestimates. The resulting assumption that no learner’s vocabulary could
ever approach that of a native speaker made the direct teaching of vocabulary
seem futile, and discouraged the practice. Hartman (1946) and Diller (1978)
both put forward claims that the receptive vocabulary size of a native English
speaker was over 200,000 words. In 1984, Nagy and Anderson claimed that
students were exposed to 88,500 word families in high school. Then in the
aptly titled article, “Towards a meaningful definition of vocabulary size”,
D’Anna, Zechmester and Hall (1991) found that college students had a vo-
cabulary size of 16,785. This was very similar to the figure of 17,200 base
words suggested the year before by Goulden, Nation and Read (1990), who
performed research on the definition and measurement of known words. By
the mid 1990’s it was clear that the native English speaker’s vocabulary was
not too large for a non-native speaker to attempt to master.
Word frequency and student needs
The growth in corpus linguistics, which allowed researchers to establish the
frequency with which different word families are used (Nation, 1990, 2001 ;
Coxhead, 2000), made clear the need for learners to master the most frequent
2000 to 3000 words of English. The first 2000 words of English “cover” 87％
of a general text (Nation, 1980) and 80％ of academic texts (Hunt and Beglar,
1998). As large as this is, it falls short of the 98％ vocabulary coverage that
is, knowledge of 98％ of the words in a given text-- necessary to understand
text without assistance (Hu & Nation, 2000). However, university graduates
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in Japan have an English vocabulary size of around 2000 words (Shillaw, 1995 :
Barrow, Nakanishi, & Nishio, 1995). For Japanese university students to be-
come more independent readers, writers, and learners, teachers need to boost
their vocabularies to the 5000 level so students may start accessing native-
speaker text without assistance.
What happens in practice? Not noticing the gap
A number of experienced teachers were asked what they thought their
students’ vocabulary size was. Compared to the research on Japanese univer-
sity student vocabulary size, which is limited, and personal measurements of
students’ vocabulary size, it was clear that Japanese lecturers seemed to
greatly overestimate their students’ vocabulary size, while native English-
speaking lecturers seemed to greatly underestimate their students’ vocabulary
size. In addition, few teachers considered their students’ vocabulary size when
planning or teaching. This was the case even when students conducted flu-
ency exercises, despite Nation’s (2008) strong recommendation that fluency
exercises should not contain any unfamiliar lexical items. Finally, not one par-
ticipant responded that he or she had considered how to incorporate vocabu-
lary learning into lessons or syllabuses.
Bridging the gap
There is no call for the use of flash cards in class. Decontextualized vocabu-
lary learning is best outside of class with the use of such a program as Word
Engine, which includes the benefits of expanded rehearsal (Barcroft, 2007 ;
Ellis, 1995 ; Nation, 2001 ; Hulstijn, 2001 ; Cepeda et al., 2008 ; Kornell, 2009 ;
Mondria & Mondria-De Vries, 1994) and adaptive sequencing (Atkinson,
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1972). During class, the recycling of high frequency vocabulary will deepen
vocabulary knowledge though generative use ( Joe, 1995), while extensive
reading will assist this even further. In light of a substantial quantity of empiri-
cal research, unless students are first directly learning decontextualized vo-
cabulary and then conducting exercises to develop fluent use of this
vocabulary, their L2 vocabulary learning and their independence and growth as
learners and users of an L2 are at risk. For ideas of how best to incorporate
useful vocabulary into tasks, lesson and syllabuses, the videotaped seminars
by Paul Nation on his Victoria University page are insightful : http : //www.
victoria.ac.nz / lals / about / staff / paul-nation
Conclusion
After more than a century of low priority in language teaching methodology,
through empirical research, vocabulary learning has come to have a central
role in SLA. Yet vocabulary still seems neglected today in English curriculum
planning and teaching at Japanese universities. However, if teachers hope to
have a balanced pedagogy determined by empirical research, the syllabus must
include decontextualized vocabulary learning, activities to assist in its fluent
use, and repeated exposure to new vocabulary through such activities as ex-
tensive reading to help deepen vocabulary understanding.
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